Race and Class in America by Coats, Helen
RACE AND CLASS 
IN AMERICA
race as social construct 
What makes someone 'Black'?
What makes someone 'white'?
How does this affect class? 
When Africans were first enslaved by white Europeans and were forcibly
brought to the Americas, there was no universal delineation between different
"human races." In the early 17th century, there was no legal term that
differentiated Black people in North America from bound workers of other
ethnicities. By the mid-18th century, however, North Americans were
commonly separated by white people into 'Indians,' 'Negroes,' and 'whites.'
The social construct of race continued to evolve, leading to legal divisions
between 'white' and 'nonwhite' (or 'Negro') people by the early 19th century.
This perception of race is not founded on DNA or ancestry, but outward 
 perceptions of race. It served to economically better white Americans at the
expense of racial minorities, and impacts the class system of America today
through disparities in income, housing, education, and other aspects of
society. (Painter, 2006).  
 
the "one-drop" rule 
The 18th century gave rise to the "one-drop rule," or
the idea that "'one drop' of 'black blood' made a
person a Negro, whatever his or her degree of
ethnic/racial mixture, class, culture, legal status, or
appearance" (Painter, 2006, 54). At the time, the
term 'Negro' was used by white people both to
connote those of African descent and enslaved
people. This conflated the two and tied class
distinctions to race. In 1896, the one-drop rule was
used in Plessy v. Ferguson to establish  the "separate
but equal" doctrine which formed the legal basis of
segregation in the United States. Jim Crow laws were
upheld under Plessy v. Ferguson, leading to a  broader
socio-economic gap between white and Black people
in society. (Hickman, 1997).
HOUSING AND ENVIRONMENT 
In his research toward environmental
justice, Professor Carlton Waterhouse
points out that the racial makeup of zip
codes has a direct correlation with how
much toxic waste and pollution is in the
area. He attributes this disparity to
racial and class dominance, or the idea
that white people deserve better living
conditions than people of color
(Waterhouse, 2013). This is born of
arbitrary racial designations.
"[Racial] domination causes housing to
be one of the most segregated aspects of
American society. Today only minimal
progress has been made in achieving real
integration of American housing. This is
especially true of black and to a lesser
degree Latino Americans. [...] The deep
racial undertones of housing echo loudly
in local land-use decisions about  the
placement of environmental amenities
and dis-amenities. Environmental
injustices are symptoms of the larger
dynamic of racial dominance prevalent
throughout American society."
(Waterhouse, 2013, 110) 
 
INCOME 
The dehumanization of people through the one-drop rule
has long-lasting consequences to this day, and the
arbitrary delineations can make these consequences
difficult to track. People may self-identify as something
other than the race that they are perceived as. A 2014
study called "Race, color, and income inequality across
the Americas" described "household income inequality
[...] by perceived skin color and racial self-
identification,"(Bailey, Saperstein & Penner, 2014,
735). The study covered 18 Latin American countries as
well as the United States, and its results showed that
in the U.S., income disparity can be best explained by a
combination of skin color perception and self-identified
race (Bailey, Saperstein & Penner, 2014). 
Bailey, Saperstein & Penner, 2014, 743.
The table to the left shows
income inequality within
the United States via a
model that compares mean
income differences by
self-identified race as well
as perceived color. Bailey,
Saperstein, & Penner
concluded that "the
inclusion of skin color
explains nearly all of the
difference in mean income
between blacks and whites
in the United States"
(Bailey, Saperstein &





services should all be determined and
distributed on other grounds yet we
sense and we suspect that students,
constituents and benefit recipients
routinely gain and lose opportunity
and advantage based on their economic
status. [...] Class dominance reflects
the inherent and seemingly natural
bias toward the wealthy and upper
class members of society."
(Waterhouse, 2013, 110)
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